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Visualizing Berio’s Sinfonia: Choreographing 
Animation for Indeterminate Narratives
In	 1968,	 Luciano	 Berio	 composed	 a	 symphonic	 score	 that	
would	both	shape	his	legacy	and	capture	a	year	charged	by	
societal,	 cultural	 and	 political	 unrest.	 Berio	 titled	 the	 piece,	
Sinfonia,	which	 literally	means	 sounding	 together.	Tom	Ser-
vice,	a	music	 journalist	 for	 the	Guardian,	described	Sinfonia 
as	 “the	 ultimate	 pre-postmodernist	 musical	 palimpsest”	
(Service,	2012).	 	Berio	 ‘quotes’-	or,	 in	current	 lingo,	 ‘extracts’	
-	 tracts	 from	Mahler,	Debussy,	Ravel,	Stravinsky	and	others;	







In	 the	 latter	part	of	2019,	 I	secured	a	commission	 from	the	
Oregon	Symphony	to	create	a	multi-screen	animated	projec-
tion	 for	 Berio’s	Sinfonia.	 Over	 the	 course	 of	 the	 last	 twenty	
years,	 non-traditional	 screens	 and	multi-media	 performanc-
es	have	emerged	globally	providing	large	scale,	dimensional	
experiences.	My	work	over	 the	past	 twenty	 years	 is	part	 of	
that	movement	but	it	can	be	classified	within	a	subset	by	its	
commitment	to	content,	non-Hollywood	narrativity	and	both	
representational	and	abstract	 imagery	 in	contrast	 to	a	 fairly	
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As	an	artist	and	composer	Berio	was	not	immune	to	politics	
nor	was	he	beholding	to	any	particular	classical	or	avant-gar-
de	 movement.	 He	 had	 a	 passing	 interest	 in	 the	 Serialists,	
dabbled	in	NY’s	60’s	electronic	music	scene,	and	knew	mod-
ernist	music	 and	 literature.	At	Sinfonia’s	NY	premiere,	 Berio	
wrote	his	own	program	notes	“Sinfonia	must	be	understood	
in	 its	etymological	sense	of	 the	 ‘sounding	 together’	of	eight	
voices	and	the	instruments	or,	in	a	larger	sense,	the	‘sounding	
together’	 of	 different	 things,	 situations,	 and	meanings”	 (Be-

















Expanded Cinema – Micro-Narratives and 
Indeterminacy
By	 1965	 Stan	 VanDerBeek	 had	 coined	 the	 term	 Expanded	
Cinema	 and	 in	 1970	Gene	 Youngblood	 published	 his	 semi-
nal	 book	Expanded Cinema.	There’s	 little	 disagreement	 that	
Youngblood’s	argument	 for	a	synesthetic	experience	of	film	
had	 ties	 to	 the	 heavy	 experimentation	with	 drugs	 in	 1960s	
California.	 In	her	essay	 “Paracinema	and	 the	Dematerializa-





























of	 Polyvalence”,	 Lilly	 Husbands	 cites	Tom	Gunning’s	 article	
“Towards	 a	 Minor	 Cinema”	 which	 centers	 on	 avant-garde	
filmmakers	who	were	re-engaging	with	narrative	 in	“the	sort	
of	 polyvalent	 montage	 that	 characterized	 earlier	 works	 of	
the	American	 ‘poetic’	avant-garde”	 (Husbands,	2019,	p.171).	
Her	essay	provides	an	in-depth	analysis	of	narrative	devices	
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(Husbands,	2019,	p.	169).	Kindled	by	that	call	out,	this	paper	
examines	 non-linear	 narrative	 strategies,	 documentary	 ele-
ments	and	takes	a	glimpse	at	the	poetics	in	play	in	my	multi-





Choreographing Fragments Across the Gutter











mism…	 I	also	 regard	 the	 inception	of	new	concepts	







to	 multi-screen	 work	 especially	 if	 there	 is	 ‘gutter’	 between	
them.	One	example	of	amping	up	imagery	by	choreographing	






























the	 side	or	wing	 screens.	As	 the	 turning	 carousel	 slows	 its	












sequence	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 storyboard	 excerpt	 shown	 in	
Figure	3.
At	the	same	time	as	principles	of	montage	can	be	applied	to	






configurations	 with	 stylistic	 and	 narrative	 functions	 which	
Fig. 3 Storyboard	Page	1	of	6	from	Sinfonia	Movement	3,	Rose	Bond,	2020.
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every	movie	goer	 learns	how	to	 ‘read’	…	 the	cognizances	of	
















of	air	or	a	gasp	when	alarmed.	 If	 the	audience	 is	sutured	 in,	
reaching	to	decode	meaning,	these	lapses	have	a	haptic	effect	
–	a	disturbance	that	raises	the	hairs	on	one’s	neck.
In Animate Sinfonia,	 the	retro-action	overlap	 is	used	in	com-
bination	with	another	of	Sharff’s	cinesthetic	elements	–	 the	
three-shot	 salvo	 -	made	 famous	by	Hitchcock	 in	The Birds. 
In	storyboard	form	Sharff	(1982)	illustrates	all	21	shots	from	
what	I	call	the	‘Dead	Dan’	scene	from	Hitchcock’s	film.	Sharff	
explains,	 “Throughout,	 Hitchcock	 uses	 opposite	 juxtaposi-
tions:	 left-right,	 high-low,	 horizontal-vertical.	 The	 stroke	 of	
genius	comes	in	the	center	of	the	climatic	shots	(14,	15,	16),	
disclosing	 the	mutilated	 body	 of	 Dan	 in	 a	 three-shot-salvo,	








Again,	 this	work,	Animate Sinfonia,	 differs	 from	a	 traditional	
movie.	 You	 are	 applying	 and	 choreographing	 cinematic	 el-
ements	 not	 just	within	 a	 single	 rectangle	 –	 but	 to	multiple	
screen	surfaces	 in	a	huge	hall	–	a	space	 itself	 that	calls	on	
people	to	swivel	in	attempts	to	follow	the	action,	knowing	they	
will	never	see	it	all.
Fig. 4 Three	shot	salvo	preliminary	drawings	from	Sinfonia Movement	2,	Rose	Bond,	2020.
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seem	 anchored	 to	 fragmented	 realities	 of	 world	 events.	 It	
was	the	crazy	vocalizations	of	Movement	3	that	puzzled	and	
hooked	me.	Once	I	was	deep	in	the	research,	well	beyond	just	
listening	and	 feeling,	 the	visual	approach	became	evident.	 I	
too	would	 sample	 just	 from	 images.	 	 Googling	 names	 and	










Clearly,	 for	 this	project,	 I	 approached	 the	 internet	as	a	visu-
al	archive	–	one	organized	by	search	engines	and	unlocked	





or	 residual	mark,	of	 the	occurrence”	 (p	 .10).	 	He	goes	on	 to	
distinguish	 the	archive	 from	remembrance	or	history.	 “Man-







The	day	 before	 James	Earl	 Ray	 pulled	 into	Memphis	 in	 his	
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In	many	ways	the	archive	can	be	seen	as	the	provider	of	the	
building	 blocks	 for	 documentary	 work.	 And	 yet,	 there	 are	
challenges	as	to	how	such	images	are	used	in	an	art	space.	












chives	 to	 generate	 public	 dialogue	 around	 postcolonialism.	
In	their	“First	Information	Report	-	2003”	(Meriweather,	2006)	
they	speak	to	the	difficulties	of	working	with	raw	documents	
and	 the	 vigilance	 it	 takes	 to	 negotiate	 the	 externalizing	 or	
unearthing	of	this	material	with	the	subjectivity	implicit	in	its	




ings	are	one	of	 the	first	cultural	 tasks	on	the	agenda	of	 the	
insurgent,	 a	 critical	 engagement	with	 a	documentary	mode	
of	practice	too	becomes	(for	the	same	reason)	one	of	the	key	
undertakings	of	the	current	art	practitioner	who	seeks	to	ex-
press	 contemporaneity	 as	much	 as	 s/he	 engages	with	 art”	
(Meriweather,	2006,	p	171).
Poetic Points of Contact
An	 aspect	 that	 made	 Sinfonia	 so	 appealing	 to	 me	 was	 its	
deliberate	indeterminateness	while	working	in	collusion	with	
multiple	layered	allusions	to	the	real	conditions	of	human	ex-
perience.	 In	creating	my	animations	 it	became	 important	 to	
Fig. 6 White	Mustang	still	from	Sinfonia	Movement	4,	Rose	Bond,	2020.
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understand	more	of	Berio’s	 allusions	 and	 referents,	 be	 they	











points	of	 contact”	–	 those	moments	where	 the	 interplay	of	
sight,	 sound	and	space	come	 together.	Of	 course,	 to	 come	
together	one	must	first	be	apart.	Eisenstein	(1949)	acknowl-
edges	 the	 import	of	points	of	contact	when	he	writes,	 “The	
quantity	of	 interval	determines	 the	pressure	of	 the	 tension.”	







we	engage	with	 the	score	and	call	 live	cues	 for	 each	video	
sequence.	 	As	such	 there	are	points	 in	 the	score	where	we	
know	the	images	will	sync	with	the	music.	Yet,	while	certain	
cues	 seem	obvious,	many	more	 are	 discretionary.	Humans	










To	 summarize,	 this	 analysis	 of	 Animate Sinfonia acknowl-
edges	 its	 historic	 references,	 the	 archive,	 cinematic	 struc-
tures	and	expanded	animation	but	it	also must	touch	on	the	
poetic	and	 the	question	of	poetic	points	of	contact.	Gaston	
Bachelard	 makes	 the	 case	 that	 poetry	 summons	 more	 of	
reality	than	a	listing	of	the	facts.	In	The Poetics of Space	he	










vase	and	 its	waves,	 repeatedly	echoing	against	 the	sides	of	
this	vase,	filled	it	with	their	sonority”	(Bachelard,	p.	xvi).
In	 the	 end,	 it	 is	 the	 sounding	 together	 –	 the	 orchestration	
and	the	visual	choreography	–	much	of	it	sampled	from	still	
photos,	the	very	definition	of	the	index,	that	animation	enters	
Fig. 7 Kitchenscape	Pan,	Still	from	Sinfonia	Movement	4,	 
Rose	Bond,	2020.
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